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ABSTRACT 
 
The goal of this research is to provide a clearer understanding of the non-shelter impacts 
of housing, and in particular of the possible processes by which aspects of housing may 
impact on aspects of schooling.  The intention is not to prove a causal relationship, 
rather to shed light on mechanisms.  To that end the approach taken is qualitative, 
involving in-depth semi-structured interviews with a sample of public housing tenants 
and a smaller group of educators. 
 
This thesis begins with an examination of previous research around this topic.  This 
review identifies past studies that highlight the possible negative effects of transience as 
a contributor to isolation; the role that neighbourhood may play in encouraging or 
discouraging the valuing of schooling; a possible link between crowding and punitive 
parenting practices; and the impact that high housing costs can have on stress levels and 
therefore health. 
 
This thesis details research that builds on this earlier body of work.  Given findings 
from earlier studies (in particular the importance of neighbourhood effects identified in 
some United States studies), a sampling framework was developed to ensure a 
reasonable number of households who had experienced a change in neighbourhood as 
well as housing conditions.  As well, an interview schedule was developed to provide a 
framework to ensure that possible pathways between housing and schooling identified 
in earlier research would be explored in these interviews. 
 
Public tenants were chosen as the population group from which to draw the interview 
sample, as this group have undergone a significant housing change (when they moved 
into public housing), and their income levels increase the chances of them having lived 
in poor quality housing in the past.   
 
A small number of interviews with educators were also conducted.  Schools were 
chosen randomly from outer suburbs where poor quality housing and transience were 
expected to impact on school populations.  As well an inner-city school in a gentrifying 
suburb was also selected for interview. 
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These interviews identified four main themes  transience, housing amenity, 
neighbourhood and cost. 
 
Transience may be a significant problem for children who are already struggling in the 
school system, especially those who are receiving school based remediation.  For these 
children, moving house may interrupt important remediation work at school, and may 
result in children falling further and further behind their peers.  Also, transience may 
contribute to family stress levels which may impact on health and happiness, thereby 
reducing motivation and levels of school attendance. 
  
Housing amenity can impact on health, as a result of injuries related to poorly 
maintained or designed housing, from stress associated with noise and broken sleep, and 
from insect born illnesses due to the absence of insect screens.  Possibly the most 
significant housing amenity related health impact seems to be due to the link between 
asthma, and dust and mildew.   
 
Neighbourhood seems to have the potential to be a significant positive and negative 
force in peoples lives.  Supportive neighbours can make single parenting much less 
stressful, for example by helping with child-care, increasing the sense of safety, and 
reducing isolation.  Hostile neighbours, on the other hand, can create levels of stress that 
may force adults and children indoors to avoid conflict.   
 
High housing costs can cause significant stress for families.  For those who are already 
suffering from stress this additional pressure may contribute to stress related ill-health.  
As well, these families may not be able to afford to eat properly, and may not be able to 
afford to pay for extra-curricula activities such as school outings, dance classes etc.  
Poor diet may contribute to increased incidents of illness, and extra days missed from 
school. 
 
These insights suggest some changed approaches to the design and delivery of housing 
assistance in Australia, so as to maximise the non-shelter benefits of such interventions. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
This thesis aims to examine the non-shelter impacts of housing, with a particular 
emphasis on the relationships (if any) between aspects of housing and aspects of 
childrens schooling.  The purpose is not to establish causality, but rather to help 
explain processes.  If there are relationships, what is the nature of those relationships?  
Why do they exist?  
 
The relationships between housing and schooling often seem fairly indirect, and the 
path from aspects of housing to aspects of school attainment may occur via a range of 
intermediaries.  As well, a range of other non-housing related factors impact on 
schooling, such as the quality of teachers, genetics, parental attitudes, and the level of 
Government investment in the education system.  Establishing causality between 
housing and schooling in such an environment would be methodologically very 
challenging. 
 
Because this is intended as an exploratory study, much of this thesis considers the non-
shelter impacts of housing1  even if no direct linkage can be confidently made at this 
time between that non-shelter outcome and schooling.  Understanding the impacts that 
aspects of housing can play in peoples lives is an important and necessary first step 
towards understanding relationships between housing and schooling.  Better 
understanding part of the relationship (for example, the relationships between aspects of 
housing and asthma) is important in taking us a step closer to understanding the full 
relationship. 
 
This is a qualitative study, and examines a broad range of housing related factors as 
well as possible intermediaries or transmitters that may help to explain relationships.  It 
begins with a review of research conducted into this topic.  While there has been little 
research directly examining the links between housing and schooling, there has been 
substantial research into aspects of this relationship.   
 
                                                 
1 Non-shelter impacts of housing are the flow on effects caused by aspects of housing, for example 
improved health may be a flow on impact of better housing, in cases where a health complaint such as 
asthma had a housing related cause, such as dust or mould. 
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For example, housing and health is an area that has received significant attention over 
many years,2 and the importance of neighbourhood in relation to a range of non-shelter 
outcomes  including schooling  has received significant attention recently as part of a 
major policy shift in the United States in favour of housing vouchers to break the cycle 
of inter-generational disadvantage.3 
 
While some aspects of housing (such as inadequate space to complete homework) may 
directly impact on schooling, it is possible that relationships may exist via one or more 
intermediaries such as housing related stress, ill-health, and days missed from school. 
 
 
 
Aspect of housing  Intermediary  Schooling related impact 
 
Dampness   Asthma   Days missed at school 
 
Figure 1 - Example of Possible Housing-Schooling Link 
Source: Author 
 
What is housing? 
 
There are numerous possible links between housing and education, particularly if one 
considers housing to be more than simply the physical structure within which families 
reside.  Housing has many characteristics, and earlier studies have separated out these 
aspects to varying degrees. 
 
Housing is most certainly the physical structure within which the child lives.  It is 
rooms, walls, windows and doors.  It is kitchens and bathrooms, as well as common 
dining and recreation spaces  both inside and out.  Housing is, however, also usually a 
major cost to the family, and therefore a major determinant of whether the family has 
adequate income to meet other costs such as food and clothing.  Housing also exists 
within a physical and social context  a neighbourhood. 
 
                                                 
2 See for example, Housing Studies (2000) Vol. 15, No. 3, dedicated to housing and health. 
3 See for example Varady (1999). 
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While undertaking this study, some have suggested to the author that housing is the 
wrong term to use, as its use is more commonly understood in the narrow, physical 
sense.  Perhaps living arrangements or housing arrangements is a more accurate 
description, however for the sake of brevity this thesis will just use the term housing, 
and assume this broader understanding. 
 
The range of dimensions of housing that this research has sought to consider includes: 
Transience 
Mobility and in particular the impact on schooling of forced or unplanned moves 
by families mid-school year, is an aspect of housing that may be important in 
relation to schooling.  Tenure  that is ownership, public and private rental  
may be an indirect contributor to stability.   
Amenity  including crowding, quality and repair 
Of particular interest is the issue of overcrowding, which may manifest itself in 
shared bedrooms by children of significantly different ages, and different sexes; 
and possibly also limited or nonexistent common eating and recreation areas.  
The original standard of a dwelling tempered by time and repair/renovation 
results in the present state of amenity.  Quality may also refer to the physical 
amenity of the street. 
Neighbourhood 
The importance of peers in relation to schooling, the demographic profile of 
neighbourhoods, and the quality and availability of local community resources 
may all be important factors. 
Housing Cost 
Given the significance of housing costs in the budgets particularly of low 
income households, some efforts have been made to seek out literature that 
relates to education and poverty. 
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Governments work in housing assistance.  The wisdom and insights of the public 
tenants who participated in this research is quite striking, and large extracts from these 
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While I have provided my own interpretation of the voices of those interviewed, 
inclusion of extracts from these interviews provides the reader with greater opportunity 
to draw their own interpretations. 
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Thesis structure 
 
This thesis consists of six chapters: 
 
• Chapter 1 provides a context for this research, as a means of explaining why this 
topic is important, and what sorts of policy issues this research is intended to 
inform.  This chapter also states the research objectives. 
 
• Chapter 2 provides an analysis of previous studies relating to the research 
objectives.  This chapter ends with a table summarising possible pathways from 
aspects of housing, via intermediaries or processes, to schooling related outcomes. 
 
• Chapter 3 outlines the methodology used for this research, including sample 
selection and the approach taken to interviews.  Both interview schedules are 
included in the Attachments section at the end of this thesis. 
 
• Chapter 4 provides the results of this research.  It begins with a brief snapshot of 
each household interviewed, an analysis of the relative importance of themes 
discussed in these interviews, and then a more detailed examination of each theme. 
 
• Chapter 5 discusses the policy implications of the key findings from the literature 
review and this research. 
 
• Chapter 6 is a brief summary of the thesis, as well as a discussion of strengths, 
weaknesses, limitations and broader applicability of this research, and suggestions 
for future research. 
